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Abstract

This paper discusses the ways Thai teacher trainees of English conceptualize their
language choices inside the classroom, the affordances and constraints this creates for
their learning and how it affects their identifications as teacher trainees. Drawing on
data from a longitudinal ethnographic study in central Thailand, this paper describes
how language choice functions as a ‘technology of talk’ (Jones 2016) that creates both
affordances and constraints for our social interaction and the ways our identity is ne-
gotiated in social interaction in the classroom. It demonstrates that language choice,
in societies in which our literacy practices are increasingly mediated by digital tech-
nology, is not only conceptualized through discourses on the situated appropriateness
of literacy practices in the classroom, but also influenced by an extended network of
digital literacy practices students engage outside the classroom. These digital literacy
practices afford new ways of expressing, doing and saying in languages that are other-
wise scarcely accessible outside the classroom. Engaging in these practices constructs
networks of widely dispersed literacy practices forming intricate nodes between both
online and offline sites and gradually permeate traditionally bounded spaces such as
the classroom.
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1 Introduction

Traditionally, the role of language choice in the classroom has been researched
through topics grounded in language practices such as code switching (cf Lin
2013 for an overview) and translanguaging (Garcia 2009; Pennycook 2010) in
the classroom, pedagogical issues addressing the effectiveness of L1 and L2 use
as the medium of instruction (Cook 2001), and from a more ideological posi-
tion, outlining policies on the use of language in education (E.g., Tollefson and
Tsui 2003). However, in the increasingly complex linguistic reality of modern-
day society, students are not known for following neatly set out policies on
language use, and pedagogically responsible approaches in their choice for the
use of an L1 or L2 in the classroom, nor in their wider literacy practices out-
side the classroom (Nunan 2003; Wei 2017). Students’ literacy practices, both
inside and outside the classroom, are increasingly mediated by digital technol-
ogy which allows for new, more ubiquitous ways of expression across various
modes while exploring new ways of relating to the world through newly enact-
ed identities (Jones and Hafner 2012). This increased mobility of our practices
creates a more fluid conceptualization of traditionally bounded spaces, such
as the classroom (Massey 2005) and identities are increasingly distributed over
both online and offline spaces in what Blommaert (2013) refers to as superdi-
versity. These new spaces allow language learners to explore new practices,
form allegiances and identities across more diverse translingual networks and
create valuable opportunities to use languages which are otherwise scarce
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outside the classroom (Black 2009; Gee 2005; Jones 2010; Lam 2009; Thorne,
Fischer and Lu 2012). More permeable classrooms allow discourses, literacy
practices and identities constructed outside the classroom to co-exist along-
side the existing classroom practices and influence the ways in which students
conceptualize their use English in the classroom.

This paper uses the case study of 16 Thai teacher trainees of English in pro-
vincial Thailand to illustrate that the linguistic reality in and beyond the class-
room is a rather messy nexus of intersecting literacy practices and discourses
in which the choice for one language or another is based on a configuration
of interacting factors. I study language choice here as a social phenomenon,
a social action that students take in the classroom rather than treating it as a
purely descriptive linguistic behavior studied at the clause or sentence level as
is traditionally done under the terms code-mixing and code-switching. Draw-
ing on data from a six month Nexus Analysis (Scollon and Scollon 2004), I ar-
gue that the choice for one particular language in the classroom is not only
contingent on the beliefs, principles and practices normative for classroom
interaction, but also influenced by students’ individual experience engaging in
a wide range of digital literacy practices outside the classroom. I will describe
how language choice functions as a ‘technology of talk’ (Jones 2016) that cre-
ates both affordances and constraints for our social interaction and the ways
our identity is negotiated in this social interaction. To adequately describe this
complex nexus, I adopt a Mediated Discourse Analysis (MDA) approach (Scol-
lon 2002; Scollon and Scollon 2004; Norris and Jones 2005). MDA is a compre-
hensive approach that studies discourse in action at the micro-interpersonal
level as the intersection of the arrangement of social relationships between
the actors (interaction order), the discourses in place relevant to the interac-
tion studied and the historical collective of social practices and discourses that
the individual actors bring to this moment of action (historical body) (Scollon
and Scollon 2004).

2 Spoken Discourse in Action

Mediated Discourse Analysis (MDA) forms a more comprehensive approach
to spoken discourse analysis that shifts the focus from a more traditional text-
centered approach to a view of discourse as ‘language in use’ in social interac-
tion. Jones (2016) argues that the analysis of spoken language, as opposed to
spoken discourse, neglects to take into account how discourse and action create
the social context in which this action could take place through what Goffman
(1974) calls framing’ Framing provides valuable cues for the actors to under-
stand and make sense of the wider social context of the interaction through
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cues such as gaze, register, gesture, genre, and of particular importance to this
study, language choice. Jones refers to the use of these cues as ‘technologies of
talk’, and as with all tools or technologies that people use, the way people have
developed ways of using these tools in social interaction are an intrinsic part
of the personal histories actors bring to social interaction. Jones (2016) argues
that the social context of interaction is therefore both dynamic, different tools
are used in various ways depending on their function, as well as historical, the
actors do not isolate their personal histories from these moments of action
but rather let their historical bodies inform the way actions, discourse and the
tools they use allow a moment of action to take place.

3 Language Choice as Tool: Thai and English in the Thai Classroom

I start this section with an observation made in a Thai classroom during a
course on English language teaching methodology at a community college in
central Thailand. As part of a presentation on a teaching technique a student is
called up to the front of the class to act as a student by her classmates to carry
out a short skit.

Excerpt 1: dialogue extracted from a recorded classroom observation

1 Presenter:  how many people in your family

2 student: well (.) there are ten people in my family
3 whole class: OH HO0o0AHO OO v
4 student: {TH: hear me out you (0.5)} there is me (.) my father mother

grandmother (.) three sisters and three cousins (1.0) {TH: we
have a big house} (0.5) yeah like that [looks at the class with a
smirk]

At first glance, this seems like a mundane example of a classroom performance
with a playful class as the audience interacting with the partners while they
complete a performed adjacency pair. The students mostly use English to per-
form a coordinated adjacency pair in lines 1 and 2. In line 3, the class responds
with a choral utterance of surprise which is followed by a short interjection
from the student in Thai to bring their attention back to the activity after which
she finishes her explanation in English. At the end of her utterance, she switch-
es back to Thai briefly to provide additional information that they live in a big
house. What is interesting to note though is the way in which Thai is used in this
interaction is not just an informal remark made by the student to interact with
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the classroom. In fact, the choice for either English or Thai can be seen as a tool
that allows the student to frame the social context of the interaction. As Lin
(1996) argued, sometimes code switches to a shared L1 in the classroom can
signal and provide contextual cues to all participants that one is leaving the ex-
isting pedagogical framework behind, using English as the medium of instruc-
tion, to deal with more urgent, interpersonal matters such as bringing people’s
attention back after an interjection (line 4 {TH: hear me out}), or providing ad-
ditional information outside the direct pedagogical framework ({TH: we have
a big house}). However, the wider context of this performance shows that for
the current case it is not the use of Thai that is linguistically marked, but rather
the choice to use English to answer the question. Up to the point of this per-
formance all presentations were carried out in Thai with the occasional text-
book based question in the skits asked in English. However, the majority of the
students opted to answer in Thai instead of English, an observation consistent
across six months of observations. In other words, the teaching and learning
practices and the Discourse around these classroom literacy practices reflect
a shared historical body, a store house of discourses, experiences, routines and
social practices of actors or communities (Scollon 2002), in which Thai is used
as the language of instruction, and English as a language used sporadically in
staged performances to emulate imagined teaching activities. Thai as such is
used to frame the socio-interactional context in the classroom and the use of
English becomes marked if it is incongruent with the shared historical body.

This better understanding of the context of classroom literacy events also
allows us to reinterpret the exchange in lines 3 and 4 and understand better
how the choice for Thai or English frames the social context of this event. The
choral surprise reaction in line 3 is of particular importance.

This chant is often used among students to express a complex and ambigu-
ous idea of both disapproval or envy and admiration, and was consistently ob-
served through the data collection. During a follow up interview, two students
commented on the reason of using the chant.

Excerpt 2: transcription of a focus group interview

259 S1: because normal we use in Thai (.) and when some of them use English
it’s kind of weird (1.0) kinda strange (.) I mean strange (.) just strange
because we know we not use it but when some of us already use
English for speak or listening or something like that (.) it’s just kinda
strange and they just oh why why do you have to do that (.) like that
yeah kinda jealous {TH: right or not (to S1)}

260 S2: {TH:yeah but also that we want to be able to do the same}

MANUSYA 22 (2019) 321-334



326 DE GROOT

First of all, S1 confirms that the use of English on an English teacher educa-
tion program at this teacher training college is marked and that it elicits a
reaction from the students. However, she also indicates that there must be
a clear reason or purpose for the marked use of English (line 259: why do you
have to do that). The use of the chant in line 3 could then be interpreted as a
way for the class to mark the students’ choice of English, instead of Thai, and
not as a surprise reaction to the size of her family, which is by no means an
exception in Thailand with extended family living with the nuclear family in
one house. English then is used as a tool, a technology of talk, to frame the
social context of the interaction, thus indicating that this is an English lan-
guage activity and that English should be used as the language of communi-
cation. Although the student is challenged by the class in her attempt to use
English to frame a pedagogical moment, she refuses to accept her choice of
English as marked. On the contrary, by using a shared L1 for this interjection
({TH: hear me out you (0.5)}), she effectively provides a contextual cue to
signal to the class, I am interrupting my English activity to get your attention
back to teaching and learning. Even more interesting is how her interjection
allows her to finish her explanation and signal to the class that she inter-
preted the choral reaction from the class as a reaction to her large family, not
her marked use of English.

4 Language Choice and Identity in the Classroom

The ways in which students use English or Thai in the classroom are closely
tied to the identities they construct as individuals. Gee (2008) argues that lan-
guage and literacy are basically tools that allow us to say something, do some-
thing and be someone and the social practices we engage in are subject to the
rules normative for that particular form of interaction. Recent work on iden-
tity and language (Agha 2007; Gee 2014; Jones 2016) allows us to view the ways
in which we identify ourselves as an interplay between the identities that are
invoked by what Gee refers to as big D Discourses - the larger set of beliefs and
ideas in society- relevant at the moment of interaction, what Agha calls enreg-
istered identities, and the tools and signs we use and the practices we engage in
that allow us to invoke these identities, defined by Agha as emergent identities.
The enregistered identities we enact through situational discourses, such as a
teacher or a student in the Thai education system, are not just indexed through
the uniforms they wear, their location in the classroom, or the qualifications
they have earned, but also through the ways they use the tools they have at
their disposal to bring about emergent identities.
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The example above already illustrated how one student uses English as a
tool to frame her identity as a student teacher who values the use of English
as part of the pedagogical practices in the classroom. By her strategic choice
for English and Thai to frame different literacy practices, the student signaled
that her individual historical body of classroom literacy practices is incom-
mensurable with the shared historical body of the learning community she is
part of. Highlighting these moments of friction between individual and shared
historical bodies, according to Scollon (2001) creates a way to express a critical
ideological stance on, in this case pedagogical practices, and enact a particular
identity.

Hall (1996) points out though that there is a constant tension between our
conceptual self-enacted through the use of tools, practices, signs and so forth
and how our relational self is read by others within the Discourses relevant
to interaction at that moment. It seems that in this process of reading other
people’s identity work, the student teacher community in this study drew on
a much larger body of discourses and practices than just those performed at
that particular moment of interaction. For instance, unlike the student in the
example above, there were certain students who were not challenged in their
use of English in the classroom with Thai teachers. These students were among
the more competent speakers of English and they were often referred to on
the basis of the practices they engaged in outside the classroom. For example,
in the process of identification to outsiders or in talk amongst peers, students
were often referred to in terms of “she talks to foreigners,” “he chats in English,”
or “she has a boyfriend online.” This reference to individual’s digital English
literacy practices outside the classroom sanctioned the marked use of English
in the classroom. For these students, it was accepted to highlight the tension
between the shared historical body and the practices and discourses that were
incommensurate with the social practices of the individual. In these cases, this
tension was not read or did not evoke an identity that reflected an ideological
stance, but instead it was seen as an extension of student teachers out of class
literacy practices. The influence of out of class digital English literacy prac-
tices on determining situationally appropriate use of English or Thai in the
classroom reaffirms the notion that technology allows us to conceptualize the
bounded classroom as a more fluid space (Massey 2005), as a nexus of relations
in which identities are read on the basis of a much wider shared history of
literacy practices. Students bring their digital literacy practices, discourses and
the identities that they evoke as embodied experiences to the classroom they
co-exist alongside the traditional classroom literacy practices. It also illustrates
Blommaert’s notion of superdiversity where our identities are distributed over
offline and online spaces in a fluid conception of interacting social networks.
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5 Language Choice as a Tool: Affordances and Constraints

In the section above, I argued that there are differences in how English is
used in the classroom as a tool to evoke certain identities and how there are
differences in how these selves are read by the class. However, it needs to
be noted that the marked use of English by certain students did not come
without restrictions. Students were very well aware of what Gee (2014) calls
configurations of affordances and constraints created by the use of English
as a tool to frame their in-class literacy practices. These affordances refer to
the things people can do if tools are put to effective use. In the same vain,
constraints refer to the ways tools limit our actions when put to use. Since
tools neither solely create affordances nor just constraints, Gee refers to these
far ends of the spectrum as configurations. In this study, students would, for
instance, strategically start presentations in English and switch to Thai at a
certain point since both English and Thai provided different configurations
of affordances and constraints when put to use. In a follow up focus group
interview, students were asked about the process underlying their decision
making in their use of English and Thai in their presentation observed in one
particular class.

Excerpt 3: transcription of a focus group interview

50S1:  [up tous] (.) up to us (.) actually (1.0) yeah up to us

51S2:  {TH: come on tell him}

52 Int: actually (.) you said (.) actually

53 (1.0)

54 S1:  (smiles) actually she just wants us to present ehm (.) with Thai mostly
(.) because I don't think she understands when we present I say (.)
when we present about English yeah

55 Int: ok (1.0) so (.) yeah I observed there was very little English (.) being used
during the presentations(.) I mean your group started with [English]

56 S1:  [English] and then summarized in Thai

57 Int:  yes

58S1:  yes (10) because we know that teacher and my classmate don’t
understand

This excerpt highlights two important issues. The first issue is that the lan-
guage of presentation is at the discretion of the students and that in this case
the choice for English is a conscious one (line 50: up to us). This creates the
impression that using English as the medium of their presentation creates an
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affordance, arguably one that allows them to position themselves as compe-
tent speakers of English, and to an extent express their ideological stance on
the role of English in their classroom. By their conscious choice to start their
presentation in English, the students highlight the incommensurability be-
tween their individual historical bodies and the dominant shared historical
body of their program which prefers Thai over English in classes taught by Thai
teachers.

The second issue that this excerpt highlights is that students are well aware
of the temporary nature of this affordance. As Jenny points out in lines 54
and 58, their decision requires careful consideration since it could negatively
impact their performance, and potentially their final grade, in the case their
teacher or classmates cannot fully understand the presentation in English.
By switching to Thai at a certain point in the presentation, they work out a
configuration of affordances and constraints that serves the purpose for that
particular moment of action best. At the same time, they aptly manage the
salience of the incommensurability between their individual historical bodies
and literacy practices and discourses that are normative for the Thai classroom
as a historical space (Blommaert and Huang 2009).

6 Thai as a Valid Alternative in the Classroom

The discussion in the previous sections illustrated how teacher trainees’ use
of English creates certain affordances in the classroom and how it functions
as a tool in bringing about emergent identities. However, the conscious choice
not to use English and opt for Thai instead should not be seen as default but
rather as a choice informed by beliefs and ideas held by the majority of the
teacher-trainee community. In other words, not using English in the classroom
does not mean that students are not competent speakers of English, or do not
wish to identify as such, nor that they subscribe to the idea that English should
not be used in the classroom as the medium of instruction. Throughout six
months of data collection, it was noted that all students held firm beliefs about
the importance of English for pedagogical purposes and the role of English
in people’s social mobility in Thai society. However, students’ use of Thai in
and beyond the classroom was governed by a strong discourse that formed the
enregistered identity of future teachers or teachers of English in Thai society
emphasizing traits and abilities that teacher trainees felt they could not live
up to. The following excerpt provides insight into several discourses and prac-
tices that inhibit students’ self-efficacy and willingness to use English in the
classroom.
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Excerpt 4: transcription of a focus group interview

295S4:  inthe classroom
296 S3:  very hard
297 (2.0)
298 INT: very hard (.) why?t
299 S3:  {TH: we have to learn} (makes a gesture of something ongoing)
300S4:  {TH:grammar yes yes}
30153  we must use [(1.0) grammar (. | ehm
30254 [ use grammar |
303 (1.0)
304 INT: correctly?t
305S3:  yeah (.) and everything (.) must be use perfect
a minute later they added:
383S3:  they care about grammar more and more and more
384S4: {TH:yesyes}
385S3:  if we talk
386 S4:  mistake she ehm
387S3:  HUHTHAHT[imitates the sound the teacher makes] like this
388S4:  the teacher don't like

This excerpt illustrates the strict requirements placed on the correct use of
English grammar in the classroom (line 305: and everything (.) must be use
perfect) and that mistakes evoke a negative reaction from the teacher illustrat-
ed in line 305. These strict requirements explain to an extent why the majority
of the students opted to frame both social interaction and pedagogical activi-
ties in the classroom in Thai. Within a context in which English is not required
and perhaps even discouraged, but highly scrutinized when used, Thai cre-
ates the affordance of being evaluated on the content of your message instead
of the grammatical accuracy of your content presented in English. Thai thus
forms a tool that avoids evoking an identity that reflects shortcomings in one’s
abilities.

As mentioned above, out-of-class digital English literacy practices play an
important role in the classroom-based literacy practices and identifications in
the classroom and vice versa. As the excerpt below illustrates, students built
on their identities as teacher trainees in their out-of-class digital literacy prac-
tices both on social media as well as face to face interaction. The following
excerpt highlights some of the affordances and constraints this identification
as a teacher trainee of English creates.
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Excerpt 5: transcription of a focus group interview

667 S5: what we (.) because my my profile says {TH: studies on} [English program]|

668 S6: [English program] education

669 S5: I must to check grammar {TH: other people will think that I can be-

cause I'm an English teacher}

670 I: ok ok (.) so it’s important that you show to the people on Facebook that
what you (.) {TH: is it important that the people on Facebook know that
you're a teacher and that you have to write correct English}

671 S5: {TH: [important]}

672 S6: {TH: [important]}

673 S8: {TH: [important]}

674 (3.0

675 S7: {TH: usually if you tell people that you're studying English or becoming

a teacher (.) they think that you can speak English}

676 S6: [yeah yeah] yeah {TH: say something}

677 S5: [yeah yeah]

678 S7: {TH: that’s so smart that you're studying English}

The excerpt above demonstrates that students actively identify as teacher
trainees of English on their social media profiles, line 667. It also illustrates
how this identification creates expectations from people in the wider com-
munity about perceived skills and competencies in English such as line 669
where Sg says “{TH: other people will think that I can because I'm an English
teacher}.” These expectations create affordances such as mentioned in lines
669 and 678 and evoke emergent identities and claim membership of a com-
munity of competent speakers of English. This expectation prompts students
to carefully proofread their posts online to potentially live up to this expecta-
tion. However, in the majority of cases students opted to use Thai instead of
English so as to avoid evoking a negative image of her abilities in English and
her overall competence as a student.

Excerpt 6: transcription of a focus group interview

S8: {TH:I'm afraid I'm making grammatical mistakes (.) I'm afraid of grammat-
ical mistakes and that what I'm saying looks stupid (.) instead of show them
that I'm smart (1.0) I'm afraid that when I write it in English and the grammar
isincorrect (.) and the people who know it will read that it's wrong (.) I'm afraid
they’ll think that I'm stupid (.) yeah like that
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This apprehension was also felt by a lot of students both for their in-class
performance and out-of-class literacy practices in English and as a result, stu-
dents often opted for the use of Thai instead of English as the medium of com-
munication in the classroom and beyond, not only because of their fear of not
being understood by the teacher, but more out of a feeling of anxiety that they
might not be able to live up to the expectations sedimented in the Discourse
held by the community outside the university.

7 Discussion and Conclusion

This paper set out to discuss the ways Thai teacher trainees of English con-
ceptualize their language choices inside the classroom, the affordances and
constraints this creates for their learning and how it affects their identifica-
tions as teacher trainees. This case study adds to the growing body of research
demonstrating Blommaert’s notion of superdiversity in which our literacy
practices are increasingly distributed over online and offline sites and how, in
the case of this study, teacher trainees create what Leander and Aplin (2014)
have explained as a nexus of relations between these practices and discourses.
It reaffirmed how digital technology affords new ways of engaging in meaning-
ful literacy practices that allow students to explore new ways of doing, say-
ing and being. This wider bandwidth of multilingual literacy practices has a
bearing on how students develop their proficiency levels (de Groot 2017) as
well as how they conceptualize language choice. The data from this study re-
affirms that language choice is much more than a linguistic choice subject to
situationally appropriate practices and instead should be studied within the
wider sociolinguistic context of our social interaction. The choice for Thai or
English was conceptualized as one of the technologies of talk (Jones 2016) that
allowed students to express ideological stances on learning, teaching and the
use of English in the classroom. It allowed students to challenge existing prac-
tices normative to what Blommaert and Huang (2009) call the historical space.
By highlighting what Scollon (2001) calls the incommensurability between the
historical space and their individual historical beliefs and ideas about educa-
tion, students were able to exercise a covert ideological stance critical of cur-
rent pedagogical practices in an education system that is strictly hierarchical
and is averse to forms of criticism (Foley 2005). Students worked out careful
configurations of affordances and constraints created by their use of English
in the classroom. In doing so they were able to enact identities of competent
and able speakers of English while at the same time managing the sensitivity
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of the marked use of English and avoid disproving the positive image held by
the wider community about teacher trainees’ English language abilities.
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